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while Buller had, as we shall see later, made two unsuccessful
attempts, in January and February, to effect the relief of the
town. Roberts, therefore, when he commenced his operations
in mid-February > felt himself bound as a first move to throw
a force into Kimberley, in the hope that this success would
exercise a favourable influence on the situation in Natal.
Once Cronje was defeated and Bloemfontein in his hands, it
would be easy to open up a new line of communication along
the railway from Colesberg and Stormberg md Springfontein,
and revert to the original plan of campaign.
French's cavalry led the advance, and, moving east over
the Riet and north to the Modder, in three days rode right round
Cronje's left flank and entered Kimberley, the siege of which
was at once raised. The infantry followed, but Cronje, at last
awake to his danger, was able to make for the gap between
French and the main British army, and to effect his retreat by
the line of the Modder. His rearguard was pressed hard, anci
the cavalry from Kimberley, by a supreme effort, started off
once more south-eastwards and succeeded in heading off the
retreating enemy, who found himself thus caught in a trap.
Cronje entrenched himself in the river-bed at Paardeberg and
here beat off with loss an impetuous and ill-co-ordinated
attempt to crush him out of hand by a concentric advance.
The end, however, was only dekyed ; a dash by De Wet to
create a diversion and enable him to cut his way out came to
nothing despite its bold execution ; and on February 27, the
anniversary of Majuba, he and his 4000 Boers laid down their
arms after an investment of ten days and an almost incessant
bombardment.
The advanceon the Free State capital was forthwith resumed.
De Wet, the ablest and most resolute leader produced by
the Boers throughout the war, vainly strove to rally his
demoralised fellow-countrymen for its defence; driven from
two successive positions, he was forced to fall back to the east-
wards, leaving the British army to possess itself quietly of Bloem-
fontein, on March 13, less than a month after the initiation of
its brilliantly successful offensive. Here a long pause ensued,
while the next stage of the campaign which was to seal the fate
of the Transvaal capital also, and complete the overthrow of
both the Republican Governments, was in preparation.
In Natal, also, the tide of war had, after many vicissitudes
and at disproportionate cost, been turned at last in our favour.
In mid-January,Buller, now reinforced to 26,000 men, embarked
on his second attempt on the Boer lines north of the Tugela.
His new scheme was to cross that river by the fords beyond
their right, and by turning north-eastwards, to envelop their